






‘Start treating me like a Dad!’  The impact of parental involvement in education on the paternal identity of fathers in the English prison system 

Abstract
Notwithstanding the increasing number of UK and international studies focussed on parental involvement in education and parental imprisonment there remains little focus upon the involvement of imprisoned fathers in children’s education and the impact of this upon paternal identity. Despite the now accepted perspective that parental imprisonment often impacts negatively on family functioning, child outcomes and parental identity this qualitative study is distinctive in drawing on the discourse of parental involvement in education, using the lens of identity theory to examine the experiences of 15 imprisoned fathers regarding their involvement in their children’s education and their parenting possible selves as educators.  Participants demonstrated limited identity standards in relation to education and sometimes a reduced commitment as a result of this.  All however, offered a vision their possible selves as educators if certain contextual barriers were addressed. Possible implications are suggested, aimed at improving and increasing father involvement in education for prisoners.
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Introduction
There are approximately 200,000 children in the United Kingdom experiencing parental imprisonment and approximately 2.1 million across Europe (Children of Prisoners Europe, 2017). Current prisoner numbers within England and Wales are 84,405 (Prison Reform Trust, 2016) within a period of growing ‘penal populism’ (Pratt, 2007) where the prison population of the United Kingdom has almost doubled since 1994. However, this is not reflected across Europe, where in some countries there is a downward trend in imprisonment and recognition of the long-term effects of such penal approaches. Examples of this include the Netherlands who are currently closing prisons and reducing prison spaces within their criminal justice systems and in Sweden where four prisons closed in 2013 (O’Brien, 2016). 

Within the English criminal justice system, there is no tracking of imprisoned fathers as a distinct group, which has led to limited available data. Ministry of Justice statistics (2012) suggest that over 50% of prisoners are parents. There has been a significant rise in the number of national and international studies relating to prisoners and their families (Condry 2012, Comfort, 2007; Scharff Smith, 2015; Ugelvik, 2014) with a particular focus on parent-child contact, personal education and the impact of imprisonment on paternal identity more broadly. Initiatives and projects designed to support male prisoners and their families have also increased and include prison based family units, family visit days, specific charity led initiatives such ‘Storybook Dads’. These encourage the involvement of imprisoned fathers in the lives of their children. More general support is available through education and parenting classes (Jarvis et al. 2004, Meek, 2007b). 2017 has seen the publication of the Farmer Review of Prisoners’ family ties and the link to reoffending and intergenerational crime with a strand throughout the report focussed on ‘good family work’ (Farmer, 2017) and importance of identifying and recognising the central role of family in the penal system.






Identity theory has many elements within it and is central to many studies focussed on roles and responsibilities (Pasley et al. 2014, Willets and  Clarke, 2014). It arises from symbolic interactionism, which offers the self as a ‘structure of identities’ organised in hierarchical form (Rane and McBride, 2000) where identities are formed through interactions with others (Adamsons and Pasley, 2016). Expectations develop from and become attached to these identities and behaviour then begins to reflect the identities. 

For the purpose of this study, identity standards (Burke 1991,1997) will be the main lens and applying this theoretical orientation to parenthood will be the substantive consideration.  When given the freedom to choose, individuals apply their own set of identity standards, acting in accordance with their own expectations of particular roles, via a self-verification model (Burke, 1991, 1997). They believe they are fulfilling a role based on a given identity (e.g teacher, father, sister, doctor). Identity, salience (likelihood of behaviours to be enacted) and commitment (emotional involvement) (Adamson and Pasley, 2013, p.168) are interlinked and central to this notion. 

Role holders perform in a way that they consider, reflects these standards and believe is required by those around them. Two forms of feedback are then possible – consistent - confirming their identity or discrepancy, which may cause distress and cause them to question their own role (Adamsons and Pasley, 2016).

The identity of fatherhood
The application of identity theory to fatherhood has often been considered (Doherty et al., 1998; McBride et al., 2005; Rane and McBride, 2000) and central to fathers’ internal belief system regarding the key facets of the parental role (Adamsons and Parsley, 2016). For example, fathers who believe that their role as provider is important will foreground that role and work hard to ensure this happens endorsing the belief that ‘identities provide a motivation for behaviours’ (Pasley et.al. 2014, p.299).

As the theoretical evolution and the development of definitions of fatherhood continues (Collier and Sheldon, 2008; Goodall and Vorhaus, 2011; Gregory and Milner, 2011; Lamb, 2004) the academic debate has progressed to considering the changes in the social structure of fatherhood and the diverse family contexts in which it is now often located. Central to these discussions have been the identities of fathers and their perceptions of this (Hawkins and Dollahite, 2007), within the context of a potentially re-defined role. This identity can be viewed particularly clearly in relation to the involvement of fathers in the education of their children. This has developed as a focus of research and of Government policy (DCSF, 2008; DfE/DH, 2011; Goodall and Vorhaus, 2011; Potter, 2012) culminating in a range of approaches to involve fathers in the education of their children, perceiving them as a ‘hard to reach’ group.

In particular, there is a developing discourse, of fathers referred to as having special circumstances (Lewis and Lamb, 2007) or as vulnerable fathers (Burgess, 2007). Specific groups have included non-resident fathers (Dunn et al., 2004; Flouri and Malmberg, 2012), teenage fathers (Wilkes, Mannix and Jackson, 2011) and violent fathers (Featherstone and Peckover, 2007; Harne, 2011). Within this context, the number of studies relating to imprisoned fathers has increased, demonstrated by examples such as Earle (2012), Meek (2007), Walker (2010 a, b). These and others examine the realities of fatherhood within a prison context and reflect upon the challenges they face, including a developing ‘deficit model of fathering’ (Hawkins and Dollahite (1997) in Walker (2010a)) arising from the labels of ‘vulnerable’ and ‘bad’ fathers which have a tendency to dominate the on-going fatherhood discourse. 

Imprisonment and the interruption in fatherhood identity
More recently the role of imprisonment and the impact of this on fathering identity has come into sharp focus for researchers. This has been considered through a number of UK studies examining prisoners in all age categories (Clarke et al., 2005; Dyer, 2005; Meek, 2011; Walker, 2010).

Themes emerging from these studies outline the challenges faced by all non-resident (and particularly imprisoned) fathers who are apart from their children for an ‘indeterminate period, out of their control’ (Clarke et al., 2005, p.222). Fatherhood is presented as fragmented (Clarke et al., 2005) during imprisonment and in many cases reported as taking place beyond the walls of the prison, pre and post release, rather than during imprisonment (Clarke et al., 2005). Meek (2011) argues that fathers were sometimes using prison to prepare for the role of fatherhood at the end of their sentence rather than recognising their identity as fathers in prison.

Other works, for example, Rane and McBride (2000) and Clarke et al. (2005) have begun to fill this research gap by examining the identity of imprisoned fathers within the wider context of the identity of fatherhood. This involves a consideration of the optimum conditions for imprisoned fathers to feel like a father (what does he need to do or become involved in) and how can this be achieved in a prison environment?

Walker (2010) examines the role and identity of offending fathers through the lens of a highly specific deficit model with a focus upon generative fathering. She advances the view that ‘there is no ‘one fatherhood’’ (Walker, 2010) and that fatherhoods are ‘diverse and multiple’. She argues the need to bring this group of fathers to the attention of practitioners and researchers so that we can ‘recognise their (potential) contribution as parents as well as their context and their crime’ (Walker, 2010, p.1405).  As the number of prisoners and young offenders has increased, so has the number of imprisoned fathers. The Children’s Society report ‘A Good Childhood.’ (2009) devotes a whole chapter to young offenders, including those who are in custody. Barnardo’s (2012b) ‘Are we nearly there yet, Dad? examines the best ways in which to support young fathers through their journey of fatherhood. Once again a chapter is devoted to young fathers in detention, including a discussion of the practical steps required to be in place to support their role as fathers..

Fatherhood identity cannot be defined in general terms when considering imprisoned fathers. It must be noted that ‘what barriers an incarcerated father experiences depend on what activities the father finds meaningful to his identity’ (Dyer, 2005, p.209) and it could be expected that ‘an incarcerated father might de-emphasise the salience of his fathering identities because of these environmental restrictions’ (Pasley et al. 2014, p300), causing an interruption in the identity (assuming that this aspect of identity existed to begin with). Despite this focus, there has yet to be many studies which reflect on the concept of Parental Involvement in Education (PIE) and examine how these can link to the identity of an imprisoned father and the potential this has to be a ‘powerful narrative for change’ (Earle, 2012, p.396) 

Parental Involvement in Education

Parental involvement in education (PIE) has been adopted as a discourse by successive UK governments throughout the late 20th and early 21st centuries and has underpinned policies and guiding principles issued to primary schools (DfES 2004, 2007; DCSF 2007) intermittently. Studies have identified the merits of parental involvement in a child’s education identifying links to positive academic and social outcomes (Desforges and Abouchaar, 2003; Epstein, 2001; Goodall and Vorhaus, 2011). 

The literature surrounding PIE reveals the complexity of the definition of this and provides different and in some cases contradictory perspectives including everything from meetings, to coffee mornings to ongoing classroom based participation.  Despite this, some key strands can be identified within the PIE discourse and across the many models, outlining the fundamental principles of this notion, including communication, collaboration, partnership, liaison and support (Hornby,2000; Epstein, 2001). However, each model relates to the assumed norms of family life but despite some central themes which can be related to the situation faced by imprisoned fathers, these models do not easily transfer to a prison context. Aspects such as volunteering, home tutoring and involvement in decision making for example prove very difficult to address.

In parallel to the academic dialogue, reports have been commissioned by successive UK Governments into all aspects of PIE, from gathering parents’ views, developing models of involvement and to the identification of schools’ role in the facilitation process. An example is Peters, Seeds, Goldstein and Coleman’s (2007) study for the Department for Education and Skills (DfES), captured parents’ perspectives on their involvement in their children’s education. Measures included, involvement in the wider life of the school, school reporting procedures, school communication and their views on education as their responsibility. Results, when compared with previous studies (2004 and 2001) demonstrated an upward trend in parental involvement in school life, an understanding of the perceived importance of parental participation and a rise in the numbers of parents engaging in educational activities in the home.

DCSF (2008) attempted to simplify the approach to PIE outlining just two strands- involvement in school life and support of the child at home. However definitions have always sought to extend this assertion with studies such as Desforges and Abouchar (2003) who highlight additional aspects including ‘intellectual stimulation, parent-child discussion, good models of constructive social and educational values and high aspirations  (p26). It has been argued that PIE approaches have in the past been too ‘schoolcentric’ (Lawson, 2003) but in recent years research has moved beyond this and is now ‘re-thinking the traditional parental involvement paradigm’ (Tveit, 2009,p289), highlighting the move away from the traditional meaning of home and school based activities, while also recognising participation may not match historical definitions of this. 

Both DfE reviews and related independent research provide case studies and recommendations relating to good practice and has come to include consideration of ‘hard to reach’ groups (Carpentier and Lall, 2005; Feiler, 2010; Goldman, 2005; Harris and Goodall, 2008; Goodall and Vorhaus, 2011), although imprisoned fathers and their children are yet to be regularly included in this group. There is evidence that certain models of PIE can result in schools ‘reinforcing existing power divisions’ (Harris and Goodall, 2008, p.279) or contending that parents must fit into a particular school designed model.






Possible selves has been used as a theory and applied across a wide range of disciplines and with a range of groups including health, education, and family relationships. Often the focus in these cases tends towards reflection on specific life experiences and the hoped for and/or possible futures for themselves or significant others.  In education, for example, studies such as Oyserman et. al. (2007) use possible selves when considering parent/school involvement and the nature and possibilities in relation to this. Parenthood has also been a focus in studies focussed on parents’ hopes for their children’s possible selves (Halford, Corona and Moon, 2012) or for themselves as parents (Hooker et al. 1996). Sub sets of parents have also been considered – particularly young imprisoned fathers (Meek, 2007 a and b, 2011) and their vision for their identities as fathers both while imprisoned and on release.










Semi-structured interviews were carried out with fifteen serving male prisoners who were fathers to primary school aged children (ages 5-11). Each participant had a minimum of 1 child and a maximum of 4. Over half of the prisoners were first offenders. 10 prisoners were aged between 18 and 40, the remainder were aged between 40 and 60. 8 prisoners were living apart from their child at the point of imprisonment whereas 7 were living with their child. 11 prisoners were serving from 1 year to 10-year sentences, with 4 prisoners serving between 11 years and life.

All prisoners within the sample group were white and male.  The prison has a higher than average white population with 82% being white British or Irish (nationally this figure is 74%). Of these, 4% were Mixed Race and the remaining 14% being Asian or Black.  The largest group at 7% were of Pakistani heritage. (Data taken from most recent Prison Inspectorate Report -  nationally, the 14% of prisoners in England and wales who are Black and minority ethnic, make up 26% of the prison population and of the BME prison population, 48% are Black (Bromley Briefings Factfile 2016, p36).

Initially, to facilitate a representative sample, participants were sought via the distribution of a short consent form to all prisoners known to have children of primary school age. Conscious of the challenges in research with marginalised communities but particularly in relation to prison research such as: literacy levels of individual prisoners, issues of trust and power and the lack of recent parenthood statistics within the prison, it was necessary to adopt a snowball sampling approach (Sapsford and Jupp, 2006). Although more successful in recruiting participants, this impacted the composition of the research sample, resulting in the exclusion of some potential participants, particularly those of a black and minority ethnic background. Reasons may include friendship groups, the fact that the researcher was white or the possibility of a racist approach within the prison context between prisoners (Cooper, 2010). The Prison Reform Trust found that 49 of 71 prisoners interviewed said that they had experienced racism in the previous six months in the prison. Almost two-thirds of those prisoners said that they did not submit a complaint about it.

Semi structured interviews were chosen for their flexible (given the dynamic context) but only partial structure, allowing each interview to ‘obtain descriptions of the interviewees’ lived world’ (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, p27), rather than offering a list of precise, impersonal and sometimes confusing questions, in circumstances where literacy levels are sometimes low and comprehension therefore, a challenge.

Applying semi-structured interview methods within a criminal justice context is not without risk. The requirement to provide an account of personal experiences can be difficult for individuals resulting from the impact of the prison regime and the natural tendency to re-interpret the past positively(Schlosser, 2008). Lived experiences, compared to what prisoners may have been told, or expected to believe can be difficult to disentangle. Schlosser (2008) claims that ‘inmates internalise an institutional rhetoric that diverges from what they may actually have experienced’ (p.1514), therefore it was essential to reassure each interviewee about my role, external to the institution, respond to answers given and in some cases to probe more deeply to ensure as far as possible, answers were personal to the prisoner and were as honest as possible.

All prisoners provided voluntary informed consent in line with the British Educational Research Association (2011) ethical protocols and the National Offender Management Service (NOMs) guidelines and clearance for carrying out research in HMP institutions was sought and adhered to throughout.   Questions were focussed on involvement in their child’s life and education prior to imprisonment, personal educational background and vision for future involvement.

An ‘interweaving of data collection and data analysis’ (Liamputtong, 2009, p.133) took place throughout the analytical process. Pilot interviews led to review and development of the subsequent questions. Ongoing personal and professional reflection opportunities and discussions with colleagues and those working in the fields of education and criminal justice, contributed to the ‘meaning making process’ (Liamputtong, 2009, p.135). Interpretation of data took place on an ongoing basis with data, analysis and discussion closely linked (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996). 





Pre-prison involvement in Education
Two themes became apparent within the data sets - the levels of involvement varied significantly and participants’ understanding of what constituted involvement in education was, at times, contradictory to the theoretical models of PIE.  Responses relating to pre-prison involvement in education can be sub-divided into three groups – active involvement, partial involvement and no involvement. 

Active Involvement
Examples varied from very general feedback such as ‘I was a proper hands-on Dad’ (Jay) to specific activities including homework – ‘I did any homework there was and mostly I went to parents’ evenings and plays and stuff as she was always working.’ (Dave) and attending parents’ evenings ‘I did homework and saw the teacher. I was always the one that spoke to the teacher’ (Jay).  Active involvement can be aligned to elements of PIE models including communication, attendance at events and involvement in out of school learning (although this all related to school initiated homework rather than parent-led activities such as reading for pleasure).

Partial Involvement
For this group, involvement was far more practical task orientated and included taking their child to school. For example ‘I took him home some days and picked him up some days’ (Vic) or if requested, attending Parents’ Evenings ‘I went to plays and concerts and parents evenings when she asked me and looked at school reports and that kind of thing.’ (Alan) This was often heavily reliant on permissions granted by the gatekeeper (which in all cases was the mother) - ‘she did all that – went to school and picked them up and took them. She did all the talking to the teachers – wouldn’t let me near the place most of the time. Think she was embarrassed really’ (Simon). Involvement in schoolwork however was not part of this group’s involvement as reflected by Peter - ‘I didn’t do much in terms of homework and that kind of stuff’ (Peter).

No involvement
The third group, were either new to education, having children too young for school at the time of imprisonment or for whom personal circumstances prevented their involvement. This group found navigation of the education system inhabited by their children, particularly challenging. Experiences included ‘She wasn’t at school when I came in here so there wasn’t anything to do about her education’ (Phil) or ‘I couldn’t be because he was too young. I would have been it if I’d been able to’ (Graham) reflected this. In some cases complex family relationships compounded the participation difficulties, even prior to imprisonment. Jonno exemplified this: -
‘Well I wasn’t before because he had only just been born. I did what I could with the other two but they hated school and they were from my other wife and she made them hate me eventually so they didn’t ever talk about school or show me anything because she made them believe I didn’t really give a toss.’ (Jonno)

There was evidence that the prisoner fathers’ understanding of educational involvement varied significantly. Some, linked education with school in their responses, with no recognition of education commencing prior to starting school. Others defined involvement in terms of contact with the school and particularly the teacher, to them, signifying a heightened level of involvement pre-prison for example ‘I was always the one that spoke to the teacher’ (Dave) or ‘I always had to go in if he got himself into trouble’ (Vic).

Current Involvement in Education
Current involvement was affected by imprisonment, for some, limitations resulted from perceived maternal gatekeeping by their partner or ex-partner. Others received ‘third hand’ information through grandparents or other visitors and in a small number of cases some had greater involvement than pre-prison. Certain themes emerged from this:-

Current life context (Hornby and Lafaele, 2011), in this case, imprisonment, was presented as the key barrier to involvement, with inaccessibility of the prison, travel costs, relationships with their child’s mother and visiting restrictions quoted as central reasons, for example, ‘Well…I’m not involved at all now am I? I only know if she remembers to tell me – the little one doesn’t tell me stuff – she’s too little…What do I know in here?’ (Jay)  or ‘I do what I can, which isn’t that much being in here’ (Dave).

Maternal gatekeeping was a recurrent theme, where the mother played ‘a central interface-moderating role’ (Clarke et al., 2005, p.222). Partners and family members were vital in ‘facilitating parenting relationships’ (Walker, 2010, p.1410). The majority of the men had limited or controlled access to their child’s education via their partner through telephone calls or visits and were reliant on limited time frames, memory and the everyday information shared with them (including educational information). Examples provided included ‘She tells me what she can but there’s loads to talk about when she comes to visit and it can’t always be about school’ (Graham) or sometimes ‘I only know if she remembers to tell me’ (Jay). Some men recognised the difficulties their family members faced in retaining educational information:  
‘This can be a bit of a problem to be honest. Bless her, me Mum brings him in to visit me…Me Mum tells me bits and pieces that she hears and knows about but it’s kind of third hand by the time it gets to me – not great really’ (Vic). Alan summarised the challenges and address the problems associated with holding significant conversations about school in uncomfortable environments, either during a time-limited telephone call or on a time-limited visit: -

‘It’s really hard now as I only get third hand information about how they are doing. My ex-wife doesn’t come to visit…we talk sometimes on the phone if we have to, about the kids but it is always short and she just says they are fine or that the parents evenings were fine…My Dad brings them so anything I hear about school he tells me but I don’t get the whole story. He doesn’t remember a lot of things’ (Alan)

Peter and Jonno assert that their personal relationships with the child’s mother can have a profound impact on the level of information provided to them, emphasising the maternal gatekeeping role.

‘The only things I get about how he’s doing at school is from his mother and I’m not happy about that. I don’t think she tells me the whole story most of the time – how can I trust her – she just tells me what she thinks I want to hear. That’s no good though, I need to know how he’s doing’ (Peter)

My missus tells me a bit of stuff about school, but she never really liked school much herself so doesn’t say much – just says he’s fine and tells me he’s not in any trouble. (Jonno)

Children’s unwillingness to discuss their school experiences (either in person or remotely) presented as an additional barrier, in much the same way that many parents can only elicit a ‘ ‘fine’ when they ask their children about their day, for example, ‘He won’t talk about school when he comes…I really have to push him and he never says much’ (Graham). The limited time frame available for eliciting this information compounded this problem. A lack of anything practical to do with their child while talking also became apparent and fathers indicated that their children were less comfortable engaging in personal dialogue in the formal surroundings of the visitor hall - ‘they don’t like talking about school and it’s boring for them sitting talking to me…there’s nothing for us to do together’ (Alan). ‘They get bored on visits’ (Dave) and ‘they don’t want to talk about it when they come here’ (Phil) were common cries from the fathers. One prisoner however, indicated imprisonment offered increased involvement:-

‘Funny actually – I probably see her and the kids more now than I did before. She’s got better with me over the last 12 months and she’s more up for seeing me and bringing the kids. They talk a bit about school and she tries and gets them to tell me about it – you know what kids are like though – they don’t know what to say so they just say it’s ok’ (Simon)

This was not uncommon and examples were provided of relationship breakdown prior to imprisonment where access to their child was often patchy at best. Imprisonment, in some cases, had provided more regular access and communication and had enabled them to begin to re-establish a rounded relationship with their child, engaged in their life and educational progress. 

Responses demonstrated limited involvement in education but there was evidence that conditions were there, with appropriate support, for increased involvement in comparison to their pre-prison position. Conditions required were regular visiting from the mother/carer of their children and the children themselves and a strong personal vision for involvement. 


Vision of possible selves as educators
Vision of educational involvement was probed through specific questions within the semi-structured interviews. Answers, when combined, sketched a varied vision. The majority of responses indicated that involvement at any level would be an improvement on the current position. Ideals were offered but with a clear thread of realism. Responses varied from the very general, Gav for example indicated that he was keen to ‘do more’ and indicated that there was ‘loads’ he could do if he knew ‘what he’s doing’ and this was fundamental to his identity as a father because ‘that’s what Dads do’ (Gav), to a very precise vision of involvement and engagement.  

The monitoring of progress was one theme. Graham, for example, requested a school report -‘it would be great if school could send stuff to me here.’ He raised the Email a Prisoner Scheme saying ‘it all comes down email so they wouldn’t have to bring anything in, which would stop them worrying about security’ (Graham).  Alan agreed but took this a step further suggesting ‘School could send me things, so I know what’s happening to them – updates and maybe their report or a school photo or some bits of work they have done’ (Alan). Peter and Mike believed that this information would support educational dialogue with their children, while providing opportunities to offer praise and encouragement - ‘I want to be able to talk to them on the phone and say I know how well they have done and their teacher has been telling me how hard they have been trying’ (Mike).






The results of this study reflect several aspects of identity theory and outline some of the challenges to the PIE discourse inherent in the prison system and the obstacles preventing this engagement. Participants de-emphasised the importance of their fathering identities due to the environmental restrictions they faced within a prison context (Pasley et al. 2014) and the ‘social and personal costs entailed in no longer fulfilling a role based on a given identity’ (Rane and McBride, 2000, p349). However, despite this, there was some level of vision relating to their possible selves as educators with a strong identity standard in relation to education.

It was evident from the data that the role of the family in developing the imprisoned father’s parenting identity was seen to be important. To realise a new ‘fatherhood identity standard’ (Dyer, 2005 p.215), the assistance of the family, when possible, had an impact. Extending this debate it could be argued that it is not just this group who are well positioned to offer support - both the criminal justice and education systems (in this case, Primary schools) have the potential to contribute to the creation of a new fatherhood identity for imprisoned fathers allowing them to find new ways to ‘enact those roles’ (Dyer, 2005 p.215) in relation to education.

The factors motivating imprisoned fathers were often part of a broader motivation which was to show their ‘positive intentions to family members’ through their ‘positive jail actions’ (Yocum and Nath, 2011, p.299). It was evident that they were trying to convince their feedback sources (often, but not always mothers and partners) that their actions were appropriate to their fathering role (Adamsons and Pasley, 2016). The interviewees were keen to show their commitment to ‘going straight’ and living different lives on release.

Walker (2010) highlights the ‘generative’ nature of fathering from prison through a particular model with three foci on feeling generative(1), being generative (2) and tools of generativity (3)           
This model supports the findings of this study in the following ways:-

(1)	The importance of partners and children in ‘keeping prisoners going’ during their imprisonment offering the view that ‘it was critical to their well-being and mental health’ (Walker, 2010, p.1413). The majority of prisoners interviewed for this study commented on the importance of this (particularly in relation to their children)

(2)	She argues that ‘adopting a fathering role and identity appeared to provide some meaning and purpose for many of these fathers’ (Walker, 2010, p.1413) This caused them to be generative through the position they held within the family. This was confirmed by those interviewed – particularly in phrases such as ‘I’d feel more like his Dad’  and ‘I feel like I’m a useful Dad again’ 

(3)	Walker recognises the challenges fathers face in developing their ‘tools’ but wanted to be there for their children and show that they could support their children and that they knew how to be fathers.

A number of interviewees also highlighted how being a father encouraged them to have a clear focus and goal - to ensure they did not re-offend either while serving their sentence or on release. They had something very motivating to aim for. Although reduction in recidivism is not the focus of this study, this is still worthy of note at this point and would certainly benefit from further research focus.

The range of definitions of PIE (Hanafin and Lynch 2002, Desforges and Abouchar 2003, Harris and Goodall 2008) were displayed in knowledge of curriculum coverage and engagement with academic work. In many cases, engagement was seen as about ‘knowing’ and being kept informed of their child’s progress and development and in some cases, knowing curriculum content. In this group, some believed this knowledge could empower them in their role as fathers, presenting them with an opportunity to enhance their reputation in the eyes of their children, contradicting the often accepted belief that fathers are ‘secondary parents’ who are less involved in the everyday activities and lives of their children (Wall and Arnold, 2007).
An alternative definition of engagement was also offered, arguing for the centrality of ‘hands-on’ activity, providing examples of prison homework clubs and identifying the potential power of visits if both schools and HM Prison Service could identify opportunities to facilitate this. The challenges of visits were identified and the lack of practical activities aligned with children being less willing to discuss school when sitting face to face in a formal visiting environment. A vision was outlined for how this time could be better used to facilitate their involvement, for example in homework, school activities and reading.





Although a developing body of research is now beginning to consider the role of schools in supporting the families of prisoners (Codd, 2008; Morgan et al., 2011; Morgan et al.,2013; O’Keeffe, 2013; Roberts, 2012) via the perspectives of schools and prisoners’ families, to date there has been little consideration of imprisoned fathers’ views of their potential role in their children’s education. One study offers a springboard for this work providing international examples of informing imprisoned fathers about their child’s progress (Roberts, 2012).

Despite the lack of existing research literature focussing on involving imprisoned fathers in the education of their children, there was a clear vision outlined by many of the fathers interviewed. Their perspective was closely aligned to their personal identity as a father, thus reflecting the findings of much prison based research, demonstrating a strong desire to re-claim an identity as a father (Clarke et al., 2005; Earle, 2012) or to consider their ‘parenting possible selves’ (Meek, 2007a) and the extension of this to include education.

. There are two distinct areas which now require further consideration:-
1)	As there has been a consensus amongst the prisoners participating in this study that intervention would be welcomed, it will now be necessary to seek the opinions of the children of male prisoners in relation to parental involvement in their education.

2)	Although the introduction of educational resources within prison visiting halls has been suggested as one method, it would be beneficial for a pilot study to be undertaken in at least one prison to trial the use of school resources on visits. This could then be evaluated and disseminated more widely across primary schools and the MOJ to inform the development of policy and practice.
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